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Saigon fell 10 years ago this month. Pa

<

effect.on US readiness to Oppose Soviet.expansionism—<-until-Reg

_ r

ul Johnsonirefleéts on the paralysing

The fall of Saigon in 1975‘ and the

- decade that has followed illustrate a

maxim endorsed by wise historians.
It is willpower, rather than physical .
power, which determines the opt-
come of wars. f

In analysing the 40-year tragedy of
Indochina we must never forget that
from 1945 onwards it was - the
determination of Ho Chi Minh, the
communist leader, and his ‘suc-
cessors to dominate all of Vietham,
Laos and Cambodia, which was the -
principal dynamic of the struggle
and the ultimate cause of al the
bloodshed. They refused to allow
their aim to be deflectéd in‘ the’
smallest degree by the appalling
casualties their subjects suffered. of -
inflicted. The accusations of gerno-
cide hurled at the Americads thus
have a bitter irony. It' wag*the
communists who never lost thetwill
to rule, at any cost. |, £ R

The Americans,, by . cqontrast,
lacked a clear aim from the stan,
and lacking an aim how could they
find the will to achieve it?- 'Ho
himself owed his initial position to
the sponsorship of the American
Office of Strategic Services (precur-
sor of the CIA) during its anti-colo-
nialist phase. Truman later reversed
the policy and backed the French.
But it was Eisenhower who commit-
ted America’s original sin- in
Vietnam. When the French pulled
out in 1954 and the country was
partitioned, he acquiesced in: the
refusal of the South 10 submit to the
clectoral process. That in effect

committed the US to sustaining the:

Saigon regime. - .

If Eisenhower had fought the
Vietnam war the outcome would
have been quite different. Being a
military man. he knew that the key
10 success in war is to hit the enemy
with overwhelming force and sus-
tain it- until he surrenders. The

- notion of fighting a war of restraint,

with one eye on the headlines. was

to him a contradiction in terms.
Unfortunately the active phasc of

the war was conducted by two

2]
*
\
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 legacy

who attempted to do precisely that.
Kennedy commitied US troops in
tiny injections, which. acted like a
vaccine to immunize the Vietminh
to the full impact of American
power as it came.

Johnson did the same with US air
power. The USAF told him it could
get results oaly if the air offensive
was heavy, swifi, repeated endlessly.
and without restraint. With political
restrictions, it promised nothing,
Yet from start to finish, Johnson
limited the bombing by restrictions
which were entirely political. Every
Tuesday he had a lunch conference
at which he determined targets and
bomb-weights.

Thus. the bombing intensified
very slowly, and the Vietminh had
time to build sheiters and adjust.
When Russia sent defensive miss-
iles. US bombers were not allowed

. to attack while the sites were under
construction. In addition to target
and bomb-weight limits. there were-
16 “bombing paiifes”. none of
which-evoked the stightest response, -
andno- less than—--72- American"
*“peace initiatives™, all ignored.

In a media democracy such as
America, 1o fight such a hesitant war
was to invite dissension on the
home front. It duly came in
1966-67. Wien e _Egst Coast
‘media, ;hitherto £ enthusiastic sup-
‘porters.of US intervention. began o
desert In . due dourse, - the.” Seven
Deadly, Sinpgrs of the US media -
the New )Lé:; Times. the Washing-
; ton Post. Zimc.; Newsweck.: ’ABE
- CBS and NBC - stgyck at the will fo
continuc. not so much by their
cditorializing as by their deeply
~ pessimistic and critical reporting.

Vietnam “wag’ lest not o the
ground. :byt’in the'media. ;l'l?e
-episode - was " th§_ commuais( ¢ gt,
offensive on January 30. 1968. For
the fisst time i :the  comthunisqs
conducted @ major offensive in the
open.  lts object’ was to “achieve
complete tactical*success and deton-

ate a mass uprising. It failed in both:
the Vielcone suffered hasvin ~ac..

* Majority supported _
the war, butthe .

media said otherwise

— T BENOSTE P

But  the. ﬁAﬁi‘eﬁc&"p " “media,

| especially -the 'FV networks, presen- -
L ted it a'sl aAn(‘:lccisive ¢omar‘nunis}
; 'victory, the;American equivalent o
 the disaster'at Dien Bien Phu which-
| led the . French to gull out, An
elaborate. sisqlv-b;- Peter Bracstup®

published ;in* 1977, shows how the

| medta’s.reversal of .the truth (not |

deliberate, on  the. .whglc) came |

¥ T e

about. - u' Lot

The media sitpilar}y distorted the
-attitude of the Ameficanpeople 1o |
| the war. - The g .iz:;‘;woiv a

platitide, that. thére."Was - a. great
swing'away from the’ War. in“pyblic:
opinton, abqyc\nll'pmon&the young..
is not true." Analysis "0k cousitigss
polls shows’ “that- ;support: - far
withdrawal was.never more than 20
per cent until after thesNovember
1968 election,s by which ‘time"® the
decision to pulf out had already been
taken. .
Most Americans, in fact, had the
right instincts: they wanted the war
intensified. so that it could be won.
quickly. Support for this policy
was always greater among under-
35s than. among older people.
Young white males were the most
consistent group backing escalation.
Johnson's popularity ratings always
rose when he piled on the military
pressure: it leapt by 14. points when
he started the bombing, then fell
gradually as people realized he was
not “bombing to kill™.

Johnson's working-class Demo-
crat sapporters left him not because
‘he was 100 tough but becausc they
felt, rightly, he was not tough
cnough. He himself finally lost heart

on March 12 1968 when his vote fell
sharply in the New Hampshire
presidential primary. He said he
would not seek reelection but would

enend tha ract Af hie taras can
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Careful analysis of .the prim
i voting figures showed that, am:rraz
l anti-Johnson voters, the hawks
outnumbered the doves by three to

two. But Johnson accepted the
media’s false interprefation of what
the, nation wanted. So it was not the
Amcrican people who lost stomach
for the fight: it was the American
leadership. o
Heace by the ime Richard Nixon
took over the presidency carly in
1969 the decision 1o cnd the war in
one way or another had effectively -
been taken. Over four difficult vears,
he negotiated skilfully with ‘Hanoi,
in’ the meantime transforming the
geopolitics of the Far East by his-
" new China policy. Although the US
military force' in Vietnam was
steadily reduced. by the end of 1972
Nixon had succceded in forcing
Hanoi to atcept two basic condi-
tions. As Henry Kissinger ~has
summarized them, “America would
not end the war by overthrowing an
allied government. Nor would ‘it
forgo the right 1o assist peoples that
had fought valiantly at its side™.
- On= January - 27,7 4973~ the
*Agreement on Ending the War and
Restoring Peace in Vietnam™, signed
by both sides. rescrved America’s
right 10 maintain aircraft carriers in
Indochinese  waters and 1o use
aircraft  stationed - in Taiwan and
Thailand if Handi broke the'accords.
So long as Nixon held office, would,

have been mere than*enough- 1o -

casure the [ indépendenge ', pf = the
South, . ‘as - ‘welt - as ‘Laot and-
Cambodia. < -, oo
‘But Nixon;was soon, swepl from
power by the media’ purdch known ds
Watergate. This cpisode can be seen
cither as onc of those spasms of sell-
rightcous meral hysteria 1o which-
America scems peguliatly prone or
s a deliberate guifmp't fo reverse the
popuiar verdict of dhe (972 dlection.-
It was a bit ‘of both; prabably. But

for the mcnf_;in'.Hpn?‘s it was ap;

uhicovenanted:stpdke o fort uye; a

for the Sovict:worldigenérallydt was
the opportunity it had Been wafting
for since Truman, in 1945, began the

. process of: résisting the” advance of

Communism- all.ovet, the globe - a
collapse of American will.”

. “It was not just that Nixon, a
"powg‘gu}aahd1_wily’.~pfeﬁﬂc'm with a
huge popular mandate, was replaced
in the most difficult citcumstances
-possible by the inexperienced Gerald
Ford, who had not been:¢lected at
all. [t was also that; temporarily at
least; - under the’ ‘impact “of anti-
_Vietnam fecling in Congress and still
more  Watergate, the.: balance of
powerchad swung from the White
House46 Congress. . % ";: .

' In 4973 the' War Powers ‘Resolu-
tion, “pgsedd..over NiXon’sveto,

- imposed " unptecedenteds: restraints
on the power of:the. president to
.commit’ S forces abroad. Further
limitations on. preidential foreign
policy were imposed by the Jackson-
Vanik and Stevenson amendments
of 1973:74. The CIA -was virtually

in_ 1974 :Congress  successfully
verited.the president from taking:

+8CtI YE YTT

“picligentig) “discretion in. ‘ams
“supply, 1t"(sed fipaheal controls. 1o
limit “presidential agrcements™ (as
opposed 1o treaties) ‘with foreign
powers. 16,300 of which had been

iwes in Cyprus, and;in
ola, It Avms

made . in the 30 years 1946-74.
No fewer than. 33 congressional
committees, now supervised overy
aspect of the president’s work in
forcign and defence policy. '

Against this background. there
was little that Gerald Ford could do
when the North Vietnamese broke
“the accords and launched a general
invasion of the south. Twice, in
January - and March 1975, Ford
made desperate appeals to Congress.
_Congress did nothing. Saigon fell.
Then came the real genocide. We
shall never know how, many of the
pcopte -of South Vietnam were
massacred. By (977 a fifth of the’
population was in exile, 200,000 in
political prisons. But ‘the worst
atrocities were committed in Cam-
bodia by the communist Khmer
‘Rouge. which entered the capital in
mid-April. shortly befofe the fall of
Saigon: - o

Africa pi}ime-.target‘
in Moscow’s new
adventujés abroad

£ o
Between Ap?l; 1975 : and: the
beginning of 1977, 100.000: Cambo-
dians were exetujed. 20,000 -died
wyving 1o flee. .000 in . a, forced
exodus from theitowns and .680.000

. in prison camps and:"vjllages” - a

otal of 1.2 milliqn.g,a,ﬁﬁh-, of the
population. Thgt! was the - price
Indochina _had; to ".pay so that
Almerich's Fourtl Estate might enjoy

. unlimited Jicence;

i Amgrica’s  humjliation .and. the

. cyidont plralysi§ of its presidency
-cacouraged the | Soviet. Union 1o

make 4 gejes of forward moves of a
k""‘! 2t Rad not - attlempted since
Stalip’s dgy (with the one exception
of the abortive Cuban ‘vepture in
1962). Alrica was the prime target.
with the ultimate object of replacing
lhe white regime ;in South Africa
with a black.- Marxist one, thus
giving Russia naval predominance
in the southern oceans and contro}
over the largest dnd most varied
deposits of minerals in the world,

.afterits own. ;

‘In December 1975, eight months
afier the S!abg dollapse, the first
Cuban, tro6psXunder, Soxic‘ -naval
escolt, landedify Angola.iThé niéat
year they moved into Ethiopia and
1nto Centrai and East Africa. By the
end of the 1970s there were ten
Marxist . African states. some with
Cuban garrisons. providing Russia
with diplomatic and propaganda

support, economic access and
militarv hacrc

The second halt ot the 1970s.
marked by growing econontic ‘crisis
in the West and a falting 'US dollar,
were distinguished by ‘American
paralysis or retréat all over the

. world, and by 1the unremitting -
.-advance - by Russin and its surro-
* gates. At the beginning of 1979,
deserted by Washington. the:Shah of
~Iran - America’'s most important
. ally in western Asia and the Gulf -
‘abandohied his throne to a fiercely
anti-western theocratic dictatorship
which = immediately plunged

Amcrica into fresh humiliations.

FoRy ;1R
BubBRamother of those paradoxes

: istory: 18 3o .nich, the
wer. by Shiite extremists
in.molian a chain' of.
h-seversed the . whole
drifi. of  the [1970s. For
lah’s haly war rang alarm
ih the Kremlin, increasingly
suspicious ef its 50: million Muslim
subjcets with their spectacularly high
birthrate. Lo L :
" In December 1979, arritaied by.
internal cvents, in Afghanistap. ~- a
potential source of Muslim: funda-.
mentalist uhrest right,on its borders .,
~ and assuming. without . question
that the West would no-longer reaqt,
Russia invaded and occupicd . ihc
country. nominally at the request of
onc of its political factions.

That was the turning point, The
West did react. Abgve:all, America.
rcacted. The p%{,alns‘qd glant, came
back to’ life. Within a year .the
American people. by an overwhelm-
ing majority, had elected a strong
president with a clear mandatc .
reassert the powers of the presi-
dency. restore the arms balance; ang
give America and . the West -2
vigorous leadership all over the
World'., : : . s

Ronald Reagan has certainly.done
what the - electors. asked. In the:
process . he has. done.. two: further
things ‘which seerhed:scarccly poss-
ible when -hc .betgan his election !
campaign in the 5pring of  1980. i

First,- he .has .presided over a
formidable revival of the American
cconomy which  has. created. 10
million new jobs. .recovered US
supremacy in a rangg of advanced
technoldgies apgheeyalged the doHar.

All this has led. secondly. 10 a
restoration of Amc(nlqu,,, oraje; andd
self<confidence. Ordinary Americans
have rediscovercd;;pride : i thdirt
country. together with- the -will o
defend its interests. .

In turn, Reagan’s first four and a
haifyears have forced Russia into an
uncomfortable reapprdisal of its
policics. The end of th¢ 1970s foupd
it -overstretchedd once it was clear
that Al‘shanis:gn. would be a heavy’
wmilitary. and fiflancial commitment
for - many - years.  Imimediawly
Reagan bdgan to raisc US defence |
spending Moscow was forced to look
around for savings in order to give |
nself financial room 10 respond to
the challenge
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. with_ us. The ldumpl’rof communist

_known,
! Asfan Prussia. 'with 1.200.000 men |

South Afnica is’t
- poace with:its néitht)ufs and'engage '’

‘Saigonr has beén' rcbd;fcd Bur its
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The choice fell® on somhcrn
Alrica. . MoscolWV "is' " no'
prepared 0. pay- the Cubian bill, and”
its forces.are bein slowly cxtricated.

‘ahle 1

n a proeess ‘g mnem;l ‘réform.”
Indeed: Moscow ‘has d wngmdcd
Africa as a,whol¢' in its schiéines.
Thus a grcaltart of tHe damage to -
the West which foltowed the fall of

destructive - conséquences' ‘are: ' still

North Vietnam' brougm into exist--
cnce one. of the fierce§t and ihdst
militaristic states the world hiag tver
Vietnam has ‘bBecome “an’

under arms. more per capita than
any other country.,

These fotces are i/tﬂrcﬂhiol(
merely to’ near ncighbours such a
Thailand and Malaysia but 10 nor{s‘
communist ,regimes  throughon A,
vast néw afc of (ension, spreading |
tirough sduth and south-cast Asia
deep into theidndian: ‘and * Pacifié~
oceans. In ‘this immense 'scctor of -
the world. ' hitherto. - almost:  un::

troubled by 1Soviet - geopolitics. §

Moscow can sct in-motioh difficult-
ics for the West at littlé or no cost to
nsclf. The Soviet ocean-going naval

longcr .

make 'l

and - fishing fleets. with Victnam'

land-forces as . potential assistants,.
are the physical means by -which:
thesé difficultics can be cxploitod: -

Ode tppottunity. presents | llscll' in
‘Sri Lanka. There i anolhe; in; New
‘(‘aledonia. where the French hgve
-made an' almighty hash of things | {as.
they ' did in lndochma? There' is’
trouble’ with Mauritiys,. now ncgo-
Aiating with Mpscow. The Vietna-
mesc are showing an, active interest
in Vanuatu (formerly ihe  New
Hebrides). The Russtans thenisclves
are negotiating * |sh| righls™ with
Kiribati (formcrly the | Elllcc Is: '
lands): and where, the Sovier trawlers.
-.come their nuclcér‘subm rinés are
rarely far behind. .~

‘At this delicate momcnt ‘th¢ New
-Zcalanders - wha'after ajl have far
more 10 ‘lose then'we ‘havé - hav
chosen to put in power a2 domic
Methodist lay-preacher: whose : first
mujor act fas beon. to dvcswoy thef
‘Anzus Treaty. <ot

"Hence, whileithe psychosts in-
duced by :the fall ‘of. Saigon has been |
largely. exortised: the physicai-legacy
remains. ' {n the. carly 1970s -we
allowed to. emerge in south-east Asia-
a- political ‘and ;miilitary. Franken~.
steini influenced from .afyr. By .its-
‘Soviet progenitors.: We must.bolt ali
the doorsin theiregion that wé can.

£ 1 @ Thnes Newspapers Limited, 1985
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January 27, 1973: the foul"-party agreement ending the war,
Then came Watergate - and the communist onslaught




